In the vast body of development theoretical knowledge one element has been of a considerable longevity: the abstraction of a Gross Domestic Product to represent a given economic entity. This paper suggests approaching the history of development thinking by travelling with the GDP through this discourse. The GDP has been contested as an indicator of economic development ever since it was first put to use in the 1940s. However, the specific mode of knowledge which is expressed in this abstraction has opened up a quite universally shared frame of reference in which a North-South-Divide became operational. The paper argues that GDP figures have become facts that travel easily across the globe because constant work is being undertaken to uphold the conditions for their mobility. Based on this observation the development endeavour can be located historically in a manifold constellation of the statistical acquisition of economic insight, political utopia, state intervention, the emerging prospect of economic planning in capitalist and noncapitalist systems and the quest for the international standardization of economic knowledge production.
A vast body of literature exists on how socio-economic change in weak economies can be accelerated. This is the central question in the development discipline around which intellectual activities have been revolving for over half a century. The research project of which this paper is a part aims at reconstructing a historical narrative concerning the role of science and technology in development. And because the field is so large, it seems helpful to start research by looking at formal aspects of knowledge production, rather than at the contents. Instead of aligning different leading dogmas of development, it is thus suggested to look at modes and techniques of knowledge production.
One element in the vast body of development theoretical knowledge has been of a considerable longevity. It is the abstraction of a Gross Domestic Product to represent the productivity of a given economic entity. My methodological argument states that the history of development thinking can be approached by travelling with the GDP through this discourse. To put the metaphor to its limits: one could imagine oneself riding on the back of this indicator through time and observing the different environments into which one is being brought.
Part one of the paper aims at substantiating this approach.
Part two and three of the paper look at the GDP as a travelling fact. It is asked, how economists of development have gained more or less stable representations of single countries and how they then introduced these specific knowledge claims into a comparative framework. Something like a global epistemic space has been elaborated over the past six decades in which development discourse takes place. The practice of national accounting has been very important in this process. The accounting procedures have inherently and with necessity reduced local complexities and this reductionism for invaluable comments on an earlier version of this paper. I particularly wish to also thank the members of the "facts"-group at LSE for the opportunity to discuss my work.
created the seamless space, in which GDP and other macroeconomic abstractions travel easily.
I. Methodical travelling: finding a narration
The material, or the case, on which to focus, is the genesis of a However, after five decades of development theory and practice, there are many contradictory lessons available and it is not easy to see a cumulative progress in knowledge concerning the problems at hand. In fact, since around 1980 a body of literature has evolved around the alleged "death of development". Over the last five decades, the international development discourse has become an important source of cultural identity in metropolitan headquarters as well as in urban and rural areas of poor countries. One is confronted with a global phenomenon, which most
probably cannot be reduced to a "hidden transcript" of neo-colonial domination. 14 Rather, I would argue, the "Development Machine" has become part and parcel of the actually existing condition of globality as asked, in what way it allowed for macroeconomic facts to travel around the globe. GDP per capita is a highly contested indicator for development -but despite the many critiques it is still in use today.
an indicator of development but merely extends it by including information concerning educational possibilities and life expectancy. United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report (Basingstoke, 1990) .
Three reasons will be given why the concept has proved to be so stable.
II. Analytical travelling: GDP as a travelling fact
Modern economics envisions its object mainly by quantification, Arndt, these practices were crucial in the co-evolution of development economics on the one hand and economics of growth on the other hand, a new professional preoccupation that arose in the 1940s in all Western countries.
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The practice of national income accounting was designed as an instrument to make visible the structure of wealth within a given economic entity. In order to gain such a quasi cartographic view, scholars compiled data from tax registers and other sources to add up the full activity of one nation's economy. The total product of an economy was assumed to cover all actors (businesses, households, To put it in the terms suggested by Bruno Latour, these procedures can be seen as "inscription devices" which generated a new kind of visibility. 23 In so far as they referred to increasingly complex phenomena not accessible otherwise, one is tempted to attribute to them a productivity that exceeds mere representational mechanisms. 24 They shaped the realm of economic transactions in an engineering perspective which allowed for specific policy interventions. And they set up a comparative framework in which the organization of one economic entity could easily be compared to the institutions of another economic sector, or to another nation.
In 1933, Simon Kuznets stressed the usefulness of computing gross economic totals as an instrument to "appraise the prevailing economic organization in terms of its returns". In other words, estimating the end product of a country's economic activity gave rise to the question, whether a change in economic organization would lead to a change in returns. 25 Evidence for such inquiries could be gathered in principle through comparative investigations. By offering more or less stable inscriptions of the condition of one economic entity at one point in time, the accounting procedures made it possible to relate several such inscriptions to each other. To take up Bruno Latour's vocabulary again, "cascades of inscriptions" could be arranged through which economic facts would move in the form of "immutable mobiles". the quality of his data, the study was widely appraised for demonstrating that the world was basically "a wretchedly poor place". , p. 100. While both conceptions accounted for import and export activities, the domestic conception (GDP) measured total income within national borders and also included the local activity of businesses owned by foreigners. In contrast, the national conception (GNP) measured total income earned by all nationals within the national territory as well as abroad. In industrialized countries GDP and GNP did not seem to vary strongly, because the foreign engagement of nationals was usually as strong as the domestic activity of foreigners. In developing countries however, differences could be considerable due to foreign dominance within the national economy. The problem of obtaining adequate data on the rural economies of Africa is the most serious obstacle in the way of framing satisfactory national income estimates for these territories. … The accounting problem is not simply that of the acute scarcity of quantitative data … it is also a qualitative problem, which brings into question the fundamental validity for primitive communities of the social accounting concepts themselves. 35 Deane was frustrated by the fact that the compilation of national accounts required quantitative information in the form of money prices.
But subsistence production and barter trade largely dominated the entities of her study. Despite the fundamental flaws of its construction, GDP proved to be surprisingly stable and gained, so to speak, a life of its own. When from the early 1970s onwards the desirability of growth and its identity with development came under increased criticism, alternative conceptions were designed to include also social and/or ecological aspects. The latest suggestions are for example a "Green GDP" or the "Human Development Index" (HDI) promoted by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) since 1990. 42 But while economists always were well aware of the shortcomings, there still is no other indicator in economics as universal and as widely accepted as the GDP.
III. Three reasons for the stability of the GDP
Why has the GDP as an index for development proved so stable?
Or to put it historically: why have the objections made by Kuznets in the 1930s not prevented GDP per capita from becoming one of the more prominent travelling facts in global economic thought and interactions? I will offer three reasons. The first is internal to economic knowledge production. The second refers to the role of the state. And the third makes a case of the universalism in economic abstraction.
First Reason for Stability: An Environment for Scientific Experimentation
Modern economics has shaped its venture by emulating other disciplines, most prominently physics and biology. 43 For example, models of circular flows have a long history in economic thought. It has been a major concern of economists in the early decades of the 20th century to describe more precisely economic life as (quote Ragnar Such assertions of course gave rise to heated debate at the time.
To name just one line of the debate: Raul Prebisch and Hans Singer soon criticized the internalist view on single economic entities and strongly emphasized the embeddedness of underdeveloped economies in an international "centre-periphery" system. 53 But apparently, these contestations were increasingly detached from the questioning of national income accounting sketched in the section above. In contrast, 61 Also, in the Netherlands, Jan Tinbergen fostered a unique co-construction of economic policy, statistical data collection and econometric theory production. 62 Given the extraordinary circumstances of war, the instrument had opened up a space for real experiments in the delicate machinery of the economic network of relationships. 63 It seems important to note that two quite distinct modes of experimentation can be discerned in this field listed some explanations for the apparent differences in international income levels, he explicitly rejected the category of race.
For Kuznets, the very ability of any group of human beings to achieve a high level of economic wealth was an anthropological fact.
The question to be addressed, then, was that of obstacles hindering 
